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La Popolazione e il Sistema Sociale. Di Francesco S. Nitti. 
Turin and Rome, L. Roux e C, 1894. — 212 pp. 

This book consists of two quite distinct parts — an exposition of 
the doctrines of previous writers on the subject, and a development 
of the author's own views. The first part is the better of the two. 
The second, which attempts to overthrow the doctrines of Malthus, 
is even less successful than such attempts are apt to be, because the 
author fails to grasp the real points at issue. In the first place, his 
assumption that the amount of food in a country is proportionate to 
its wealth as measured in money, is quite incorrect, and vitiates all 
statistical reasonings based upon it. In the second place, the 
attempt to disprove Malthus's assertions as to the tendency of 
population to increase, by reasonings as to its actual increase, is 
quite futile. To the Malthusian the failure to increase is itself the 
evidence of the operation of those positive checks on which his 
theory lays stress. Finally, the fact that slow increase of popula- 
tion is associated with large per capita wealth, instead of disproving 
the Malthusian theory, as Nitti supposes, tends rather to confirm it. 

There is quite a pitfall at this point, into which warier reasoners 
than Nitti have stumbled. The main practical question, according 
to the opponents of Malthus, is this : Is it misery or comfort that 
causes a high birth rate ? In the latter case Malthus is right ; in the 
former case he is wrong. They then show that a high birth rate is 
associated with misery rather than with comfort, and think that they 
have proved their case. Only let everybody have the chance for 
comfort, they say, and the birth rate will take care of itself. The 
trouble with these writers is that they mistake concomitance for 
causation. It is quite as probable that the comfort which is habitu- 
ally found in connection with a low birth rate should be its effect as 
its cause, in which case all Nitti's facts react against his own line of 
argument. It is, in my opinion, even more probable that both are the 
effects of a common cause : that the people with the low birth rate 
and high comfort are those with a calculating temperament and a 
code of morals based upon it ; while those with the high birth rate 
and low comfort are those with an emotional temperament and a 
corresponding code of morals. If this is true, it leaves the Malthusian 
theory slightly modified in its form of statement, but in its essential 
points reinforced rather than weakened. Arthur T Hadley 

Yale University. 



